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On the Precipice (detail), 2016, ceramic, 50x27x14 inches 
	   5	  	  
 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Clay is a binary material. It is soft and malleable and yet becomes as hard as rock when 
subjected to immense heat. Its responsiveness to manipulation makes it well suited to 
recording touch in landscapes of surface. Its versatility makes it the ideal material for 
expressing other types of antipodal concepts: dark and light, banal and profound, temporary 
and durable. The sculptural objects in this body of work represent many of these contrasts 
through an investigation of various historical concepts within a broad definition of landscape 
art. The hollow clay “rocks” reference caves and grottos through apertures in the surface 
allowing access inside their cavernous interiors. The fantastical forms suggestive of both 
natural rocks and imaginary mountain realms are reminiscent of Chinese scholars’ rocks and 
the stones in Japanese Zen gardens. The dramatic surfaces and contrasts align the works 
with evocations of the sublime in nature. Finally, the works ask the viewer to consider her 
orientation toward the natural world through one of the most fundamental contrasts: 
geometric interventions into natural topography. With the assistance of historical precedents 
in landscape art, I am asking questions about the relationship of the material of clay to the 
landscape through the creation of large-scale forms finished with layers of low-fire glazes. 
Ultimately, the work develops a language of its own, residing somewhere within aesthetics of 
both natural and artificial realms. 
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Introduction: A Binary System 
 
Clay is generally thought of as a soft, plastic material. It is formed by the hand in this 
state, responding easily to touch and more or less holding its shape. Through tremendous 
heat, this soft material is transformed into something as hard as stone. Clay contains this 
binary system in its very nature. It holds the potential of both possibilities. I am interested in 
exploring this dual nature of the material in my work and I have created sculptural objects 
that express other binary systems of their own such as organic/geometric, rough/smooth, 
open/closed, and dark/light. Ultimately, the works are abstract meditations upon the ways in 
which humans shape, control and interact with the natural environment. 
What follows is a discussion of many different sources of inspiration for the objects I 
make as well as a variety of references that exist in the objects. These range from the parts of 
the natural landscape that draw my attention: rocks, caves, and canyons, to the loftier 
concepts used in historical representations and uses of these landscapes. Near the beginning 
of my second year of graduate school, I decided to focus my attention on creating objects 
that were specifically about landscape. As I searched for processes in the studio, my 
concurrent research led me to a large variety of source material that would serve as 
inspiration. The research also gave me a deeper understanding of historical precedents in art 
and culture of the representation and use of rocks and the other parts of landscape that 
interested me. I focused on the following main areas of research: caves and grottos, Chinese 
scholars’ rocks, Japanese Zen Gardens, the picturesque and the sublime in Western Art, and 
finally the development of the American landscape. I will briefly discuss each of these before 
concluding with an explanation of my current process for creating the sculptures, which is an 
important driving factor in the resulting abstract forms. The references I discuss below may 
or may not be immediately apparent in the final objects, but they inform both my 
premeditated planning process for the forms as well as my reflections on the results of a 
largely intuitive process.  
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Slumped Core, 2015, ceramic, 15x6x6 inches 
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Dark and Light: Caves, Caverns, and Grottos 
 
My interest in caves and caverns originated in my appreciation for their formal qualities 
as part of the landscape and extends to the rich and varied part they play in human history in 
religion, mythology, and art. The powerful resonance of the cave throughout history in myth 
and representational art is surely not unrelated to the most fundamental function of caves: as 
early shelter and protection for the survival of humans. From the earliest recorded ancient 
myths, caves take on magical and mystical properties. They were either the seat of an oracle 
and a place for healing or “the dwelling places of troglodytes who painted their walls to elicit 
powers of incantation and wonder-working miracles.”1 In ancient Greece, the caves around 
the acropolis were the homes of the gods.2 Similarly, in Buddhist tradition, a retired scholar 
would frequently be portrayed in a simple cave, which represented both purity and 
steadfastness.3 
In comparison to strictly natural caves, the term grotto is applied to natural or artificial 
cave-like spaces associated with human use. Frequently correlated to a water source, Grottos 
became, “above all sacred places (where) homage was given to the divinities of sources and 
waters.”4 In ancient Roman culture, artificial grottos were created as part of the gardens of 
the wealthy. This practice was restored in the Renaissance and continued to be an important 
part of garden design through the picturesque period of English landscape design. Not only 
were grottos associated with sacred meanings, but also they were places of artistic inspiration. 
Ancient literary tradition deemed “the grotto a locus for the seclusion and tranquility sought 
by the poet.”5 
Light must also be carefully considered in the context of caves. The relative absence of 
light is a crucial aspect to the experience of caves whether exploring them today with 
artificial light or using fire to illuminate the space as our earliest ancestors did. Despite the 
paucity of light in caves, religious and artistic traditions have used caves as a location for the 
light of revelation to strike. This is true in the story of Elijah in the Old Testament: “Elijah 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Naomi Miller,  Heavenly Caves: Reflections on the Garden Grotto (New York: G. Braziller, 1982), 11. 
2 Ibid., 12. 
3 Robert D. Mowry and Claudia Brown, Worlds Within Worlds: The Richard Rosenblum Collection of 
Chinese Scholars’ Rocks (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Art Museums, 1997), 74. 
4 Miller, Heavenly Caves, 13.	  
5 Ibid., 27. 
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heard the voice of the Lord after his flight through the desert in a cave on Mount Horeb.”6 
In the New Testament, Jesus’ dark, rock-hewn tomb becomes the context of the light of his 
resurrection, which features prominently in Byzantine frescoes and late Medieval and 
Renaissance paintings.7  The tomb as site of restored life in the Messiah is further developed 
in Leonardo da Vinci’s Virgin of the Rocks, which is set in a supernatural rocky grotto with 
water and plants, alluding to the Christ child as a source of life.8  
The symbol of the cave as a source of life is not unique to western culture. In early 
Chinese mythology, there existed a cave somewhere in the highest mountains that was an 
exact representation of the world outside. At its center was a stalactite that gave off the milk 
of contentment.9 Richard Rosenblum argues that this relates to the inward focus of the 
Chinese cultural mindset, which looks for a kind of paradise within things.10 For centuries in 
China, there has been an appreciation for stones with unique features resembling mountains 
with holes (caves) carved through them. In the West, these have traditionally been called 
“scholars’ rocks” and they have sparked my interest as an important historical precedent of 
an entire culture’s fascination with rocks. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Ibid., 29. 
7 Ibid., 34. 
8 “The Virgin of The Rocks,” Louvre Museum, accessed February 9, 2016, 
http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/virgin-rocks. 
9 Richard Rosenblum, “The Symbolism of Chinese Rocks,” in The Spirit of Gongshi: Chinese Scholars’ 
Rocks, ed. Kemin Hu (Newton, MA: L.H. Inc., 1998), 13. 
10 Ibid. 
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Core Sample, 2015, ceramic, 22x6x6 inches 
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Untitled (Tall Dark Rock), 2015, ceramic, 48x22x23 inches 
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The Land of the Immortals: 
Chinese Scholars Rocks and Japanese Zen Gardens 
 
As I began to make objects that had rock-like characteristics, my conversations with 
others consistently led to discussions about the reverence for and use of stone in both 
Chinese and Japanese culture. Many would specifically mention Chinese scholars’ rocks and 
Japanese Zen gardens. When I delved deeper into these areas in my research, I realized that I 
not only had an affinity for the aesthetic qualities of these favored stones, but also that much 
of the conceptual framing of these two historical uses of stone related closely to many of the 
intentions I had for the objects I was making. I continued this research alongside my studio 
practice and it began to inform the formal qualities of the works as well as my ongoing 
meditation on their purpose and meaning.  
When does a rock cease to be just a dumb physical, banal material and become an object 
that evokes metaphysical properties? Where do the natural and cultural worlds meet and 
overlap? Beginning in the 2nd century BC, Chinese artists, scholars, and emperors began to 
collect bizarre stones excavated from lakes and underground caves. Large limestone “Taihu” 
rocks were placed in gardens while smaller “gonshi” or “spirit stones” were collected by the 
literati and placed in studios as objects appreciated for their formal and spiritual qualities.11 
Although some were used for functional purposes, such as brush rests, ink stones, or censers, 
most rocks were simply chosen as objects of contemplation and were appreciated for their 
aesthetic merits.12 This reverence for unique stones grew out of an ancient belief in the 
spiritual character of stones. Yang Quan, writing in the Jin Dynasty (265-420 AD), states that, 
“stones are the essence of qi,” the energy or life force that gives animation to all things.13 
Rock collecting for the studios of the literati began in earnest in the Song Dynasty (960-
1279). The literati were “learned individuals who, aside from serving as government officials, 
typically excelled in poetry, painting, and calligraphy, even as they competed in collecting 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Ian Wilson, “Spirit Stones,” in The Spirit of Gongshi: Chinese Scholars’ Rocks, ed. Kemin Hu (Newton, 
MA: L.H. Inc., 1998), 10. 
12 Mowry and Brown, Worlds Within Worlds, 20. 
13 Kemin Hu, Scholars’ Rocks in Ancient China: The Suyuan Stone Catalog (Trumbull, CT: Weatherhill, 
2002), 136. 
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ancient scrolls and other antiquities.”14 Given the fact that many stone connoisseurs also 
painted or collected paintings, it is not surprising that prized rocks and paintings share a 
common vocabulary of form and subject matter. Claudia Brown, writing about the parallels 
between scholars’ rocks and Chinese painting states that the shared subject matter, “involves 
the rock as a vehicle for imagined travel to a mountain paradise of immortal, transcendent 
beings, a tradition as rich in mythology as the Arcadia of the Classical World.”15 In these 
stones, the literati had an object that could act as a conduit to an entire other world and 
allow them to contemplate both our world and worlds beyond ours. 
Wooden stands were carved for the rocks to display them in their ideal orientation. 
Decorative aspects of the stands were carefully chosen to complement the natural features of 
the stone. For instance, if a rock had an arched opening near the bottom, the stand might 
have stalagmite formations carved in it to further the visual reference to a cave.16 Although 
they appear as found natural objects, shaped by wind, water, and geologic forces, many of 
the rocks were in fact carved and polished to enhance their natural features. A 12th Century 
connoisseur, Du Wan, wrote that the stones, “have to be chiseled, ground and polished to 
complete their beauty.” Some stones were submerged back into a lake or river after being 
worked in order to weather further.17 
Many scholars’ rocks are full of holes or have dramatic, overhanging sections. The 
generic Chinese names for the rocks literally mean ‘fantastic rocks,’ referencing their 
wonderful, unusual, strange, and special character.18 Their scale can vary widely from tiny 
rocks that would fit in a hand to monolithic monsters, 30 feet tall. They have the ability to 
create a sense of infinite space and depth within a small physical area. Plucked from nature 
and put on a stand, the rocks are removed from their original context and become cultural 
objects that provide an aesthetic experience. One of the most powerful aspects of these 
rocks is their ability to inspire a sense of mystery: how were they formed? Where did they 
come from? If altered, what choices did the artist make and why? Nancy and Richard 
Rosenblum were some of the world’s foremost collectors of scholars’ rocks. She wrote, “(a  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Mowry and Brown, Worlds Within Worlds, 22. 
15 Ibid., 57. 
16 Ibid., 74. 
17 Ibid., 21. 
18 Allen S. Weiss, Zen Landscapes: Perspectives on Japanese Gardens and Ceramics (London: Reaktion 
Books, 2013), 26. 
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Untitled (Orange Rock), 2015, ceramic, 11x17x10 inches 
 
scholars’ rock’s) meaning comes not just from its contour but from the forms within. 
Looking at the holes is like looking at the stars. It is a world within a world.”19 
Large stones that were prized for their unique character were also used in Chinese 
gardens. This use of rocks in gardens was transferred to Japanese culture and developed into 
a unique style of Zen garden, in which the rocks became the “unequivocal focus.”20 In Zen 
gardens, such as the famous Ryon-Ji in Kyoto, small rock islands stand profoundly within a 
sea of raked gravel. Many of the characteristics of the Zen sensibility are on display at Ryon-
Ji: asymmetry, austere sublimity, naturalness, deep reserve, suggestion, and irregularity.21 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Nancy Rosenblum, “Chinese Scholars’ Rocks,” in Evocative Objects: Things We Think With, ed. 
Sherry Turkle (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 254. 
20 Weiss, Zen Landscapes, 90. 
21 Ibid., 15. 
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These characteristics are not only represented in the placement and spatial relationships 
between the rocks, but in the forms and surfaces of the rocks themselves. Patterns of 
markings and moss create miniature landscapes on the rocks as if each is a great mountain. 
Another revered Zen garden, Daisen-in, at the Daitokuji Temple in Kyoto suggests a more 
literal landscape: a torrential flood flowing through a gorge, which slows to a majestic 
flowing river.22 Literal or not, the formal qualities of the stones in Japanese Zen Gardens are 
important. However, they may be secondary to the stones’ “deep symbolic value, especially 
concerning mountains as the realm of loftiness, transcendence and freedom, as well as of 
ghosts and spirits.”23 
Rocks are primal and elemental. They are at once the most banal material on earth and 
objects of profound gravity and force. There is a sense that looking at a rock with 
appreciation may be the most basic aesthetic experience that we share with our prehistoric 
ancestors. As Alan Weiss argues, “A uniquely formed pebble may well have evoked the very 
first aesthetic reactions among humankind.”24 Modern Western cultures have difficulty 
imagining or appreciating the extent to which rocks are evaluated and appreciated within 
Japanese and Chinese cultures. There are at least 361 types of rocks with different names in 
Chinese to notate different formal characteristics. Likewise, notable rocks in Japan are often 
given proper names.25 The greater indifference toward rocks in Western culture was not 
always the case. There is a rich history of rocks having symbolic resonance in Christian 
iconography, with certain stones representing saints or particular Christian principles.26  
There are many clear and obvious differences between scholars’ and Zen garden rocks 
and the objects I am creating. The first two are found, while mine are made. Material, 
process and cultural context are all completely different. However, my intentions are not far 
off from the presumed intentions of the original finders and refiners of these rocks. I 
consider my created “rocks” objects for contemplation and mental transportation, whose 
formal qualities speak to fantastical worlds beyond themselves. They also relate to traditional 
concepts within Western landscape art. If we move beyond simply a discussion of rocks to a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Francois Bethier, Reading Zen in the Rocks: The Japanese Dry Landscape Garden, trans. Graham Parkes 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 59. 
23 Weiss, Zen Gardens, 27. 
24 Ibid., 91. 
25 Ibid., 95. 
26 Ibid., 95-97. 
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broader view of how cultural concepts of landscape are transmitted between art forms, we 
can see strong parallels between Eastern and Western cultures. Japanese and Chinese garden 
designs are not only influenced directly by the surrounding landscapes, but are specifically 
influenced by the idealized versions found in landscape paintings, that have “mountainous 
islands central to their iconography.”27 Historically, in the West, landscape design is also 
heavily influenced by concepts found within landscape painting, specifically, Arcadia, the 
picturesque, and the sublime. 
 
 
 
 
 
Helix (detail), 2016, ceramic, 38x25x28 inches 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Ibid., 98. 
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Helix, 2016, ceramic, 38x25x28 inches 
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Arcadia, the Picturesque, and the Sublime 
 
 “Bold, overhanging, and, as it were, threatening rocks, thunderclouds piled up the vault of 
heaven, borne along with flashes and peals, volcanoes in all their violence of destruction, 
hurricanes leaving desolation in their track, the boundless ocean rising with rebellious force, 
the high waterfall of some mighty river, and the like, make our power of resistance of trifling 
moment in comparison with their might. But provided our own position is secure, their 
aspect is all the more attractive for its fearfulness; and we readily call these objects sublime, 
because they raise the forces of the soul above the height of vulgar commonplace, and 
discover within us a power of resistance of quite another kind, which gives us courage to be 
able to measure ourselves against the seeming omnipotence of nature…” 
--Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgment 
  
As much as the contemporary world has contracted in ways both virtual and practical, 
there are still places where one can sense the vastness of the earth’s space in comparison to 
the size of one person. Standing at the edge of the ocean, even from an elevated viewpoint, 
where all one can see is vast, open water, provides a distinct sensation of the infinite. It is 
both terrifying and thrilling. This feeling of horror combined with an aesthetic appreciation 
of power in landscape is an experience of the sublime. It is a difficult experience to describe 
and reckon with in art or writing, but it is the best term for those parts of landscape to which 
I am drawn.  
For centuries, European conceptions of idealized landscapes were dominated by the idea 
of Arcadia, a wild, untouched place of bucolic sweetness. This concept originated in classical 
mythology and was equally tied up in Judeo-Christian representations of the Garden of Eden. 
In 17th century landscape painting, artists like Lorrain, Rosa, and Dughet, informed by 
renaissance painters, established the dominant visual themes of an Arcadian landscape or 
what became known as the ‘picturesque.’ They “focused on pastoral scenes that were 
characterized by irregular shapes, sudden variations and rough textures.”28 These were scenes 
designed to create pleasant feelings of completeness, perfection, and safety from the dangers 
of the outside world. Beginning in the 18th century, the aristocratic taste for this sense of 
safety began to wane and a new interest in more exotic landscapes grew in its place. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Glenn Parsons, Aesthetics and Nature (London; New York: Continuum International Pub., 2008), 
9. 
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Scenic nature tourism became an area of pursuit in the 18th century as travel among the 
countries of Europe became easier and safer. Until this time, the dangers of traveling to 
more remote and wild areas of the landscape, such as the Alps, precluded much aesthetic 
appreciation for the drama of those places. This is the same time, not coincidentally, that 
artists and thinkers become interested in the aesthetic of the Sublime.29 As access to remote 
areas of the landscape increased, so did the appetite for the Sublime in art over the safe 
pastoral scenes of Lorrain, Rosa, and Dughet.30 The 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury provides an 
example of the new aristocratic tastes, writing of his new passion for, “even the rude rocks, 
the mossy caverns, the irregular unwrought grottos and broken falls of water, with all the 
horrid graces of the wilderness itself…”31 
The 18th century philosopher Edmund Burke who, along with Immanuel Kant, was one 
of the leading thinkers in defining the concept of the sublime, listed its various sources: 
power, obscurity, privation, vastness, infinity, difficulty, and magnificence. British art 
historian Malcolm Andrews argues that these, “all suggest experiences that rob us of 
control.”32 He goes on to write, “the sensation of powerlessness is one of the key 
experiences of the sublime.”33 Indeed, the sublime is an experience or feeling one has when 
viewing the overwhelming power and wonder of the natural world. It produces a feeling of 
smallness and a consciousness of one’s mortality. In fact, the feeling goes beyond 
consciousness to something that overpowers our cognitive capacity.34 Both Burke’s and 
Kant’s notions of the sublime are tied up in problematic aspects of a Eurocentric worldview 
that includes patriarchal associations35 and conclusions of moral superiority.36 Despite this, 
however, there has been a renewal of interest in the concept of the sublime over the past 
couple decades in aesthetic theory. Jane Forsey writes that, “This renewal of interest is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Ibid., 8. 
30 Ibid., 9. 
31 Ibid., 10. 
32 Malcolm Andrews, Landscape and Western Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 134. 
33 Ibid., 135. 
34 Jane Forsey, “Is a Theory of the Sublime Possible?,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 65, 
No. 4 (2007), 383. 
35 Andrews, Landscape, 133. 
36 Forsey, “Theory of the Sublime,” 386. 
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perhaps timely: a notion that conjures up the inexplicable, the overwhelming, and the 
horrendous may well be suited to the current age.”37   
What has perhaps kept the sublime relevant in current aesthetic debate is its suitability to 
describe a certain kind of cognitive failure.38 It seems to be equally difficult today to come to 
terms with a truly sublime experience as it was two hundred years ago. In the beginning of 
the 19th century, as artists and writers attempted to represent the Sublime nature of a 
landscape, like Niagara Falls, a feeling of inadequacy generally followed. Andrews writes, 
“The dissatisfaction with the limitations of two-dimensional painting or verbal descriptions 
of scenes such as Niagara Falls becomes…part of the ritualized response of visitors to such 
sites; it is a form of impotence that inversely accentuates the power of the Sublime.”39 This 
dissatisfaction led artists to invent new forms, such as giant painted panoramas that would 
immerse the viewer within a scene. Real objects, even constructed houses, would be placed 
in front of the paintings to make the scene more real.40 However, even this early 19th century 
version of virtual reality fell short of capturing the feeling of seeing the real thing. 
Painted panoramas provided viewers with as much of an immersive experience as was 
possible until the advent of film and yet, it was still not enough. It is clear that this should 
not surprise us; given that the very nature of the sublime is that it is boundless and 
uncontainable. Then how is an artist to represent it? The answer of course, is that one can 
only attempt to do so, but will inevitably come up short. I find it reassuring to think that 
despite the impossible odds, artists have continued to try to capture a piece of the sublime. 
Perhaps there is virtue in the attempt. Perhaps by only representing an incomplete piece, one 
might stimulate the imagination to conjure something closer to the real thing. Burke 
admitted as much: “In unfinished sketches of drawing, I have often seen something which 
pleased me beyond the best finishing.”41 Whether it is possible or not, my modest attempts 
at representing a small part of nature’s inexpressible power, has led me to meditate upon our 
orientation toward this power and where we belong in relation to it.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Ibid., 381. 
38 Ibid., 382. 
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On the Precipice, 2016, ceramic, 50x27x14 inches 
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On the Precipice, 2016, ceramic, 50x27x14 inches 
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Inhale/Exhale, 2016, ceramic, 27x24x23 inches 
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How the West Was Divided: the Imprint of Development on Landscape 
 
Artists’ fascination with the Sublime over the past few centuries has coincided with a 
decrease in the number of opportunities one has to experience raw, untouched nature.  Of 
course, philosophically, if one begins to try and define what is “natural,” the concept of 
nature as any part of the earth untouched or virtually unaffected by humans is hardly tenable. 
Signs of human development and interventions can be found even in the most remote areas 
of the earth’s surface. Most scientists agree that even processes that seem distinctly natural 
such as weather patterns are now profoundly influenced by human activity. However, we can 
take a useful definition of nature from the words of Friedrich von Schiller: “nature is for us 
nothing but the uncoerced existence, the subsistence of things on their own, being there 
according to their own immutable laws.”42 If one can avoid the finer points of distinction 
between what is and isn’t nature, it is fairly simple for one to discern what parts of landscape 
are shaped and influenced by wholly natural processes and have remained the same over 
hundreds or thousands of years and those directly altered through intentional human 
development. It is this self-evident distinction that I am interested in.  
Much of the distinction between what I will refer to as the “natural” landscape and the 
“developed” landscape has to do with the shapes and contours of the land. The forms in 
natural landscape consisting of dirt, stone, plants, water, and wood are marked by their 
irregularities. Straight lines and right angles are almost entirely absent. On the other hand, 
these geometric elements are often precisely what identify human interventions in the 
landscape. This has been true at least as far back as the Roman roads or the stone circles of 
the early Brits.43 These marks have only become increasingly ubiquitous and unavoidable and 
have expanded at an astounding rate since the beginning of the industrial revolution. 
 Today, our landscape is full of the confrontation between the irregularities of the 
natural landscape and the geometry of human intervention. The meeting of these elements in 
the physical landscape creates constant visual tension. This is most apparent in the high 
plains of the American Midwest, which is a result of the National Land Survey of 1787. The 
survey carved up all land west of the Ohio into an almost infinite number of square miles to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Ibid., 145. 
43 Han Lorzing, The Nature of Landscape: A Personal Quest (Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2001), 11. 
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give this vast space both a sense of order and a human scale.44  John Brinkerhoff Jackson 
argues that this grid is our true national emblem. He writes, “I think it must be imprinted at 
the moment of conception on every American child, to remain throughout his or her life a 
way of calculating not only space but movement.”45  I felt this imprint growing up in the 
grid-planned town of Fort Collins, Colorado. I’ve always been fascinated by the tension 
between the rigidity of the grid against actual topographical factors, which it attempts to 
eliminate. My interest in these areas has to do with not only the formal qualities of this 
physical and visual tension, but also what these areas represent: the expanding influence of 
humans over the existing landscape and the potential conflicts that arise from this expansion. 
The stubborn rigidity of this nationwide grid system laid over the natural topography of 
the West created perhaps the largest and most extensive landscape project ever devised. It is 
a symbol of the most basic and fundamental relationship between the supposed “order” of 
human rationality versus the “chaos” of natural topography. To a certain extent, the grid has 
imbedded itself into our culture through its history. My work has taken on aspects of this 
fundamental contrast between the geometric and organic that exists in our landscape, not as 
a literal commentary on the history of land use, but rather as an abstract vessel for the 
contemplation of this relationship. Ultimately, my process for building the forms has 
determined the ways in which this relationship becomes visible in the work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 John Brinckerhoff Jackson, A Sense of Place, A Sense of Time (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
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45 Ibid., 153. 
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The Logic Within, 2016, ceramic, 23x35x18 inches 
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Material, Process, and Object 
 
The objects in this body of work were created with equal parts pre-planning and allowing 
the process to dictate the result. In most instances, I only have a vague idea of the final form 
before beginning the building and I allow the intuitive conversation between my hands, the 
material, and my eye to drive the initial phase of constructing a basic form. I grab, squeeze, 
press, drag, swipe, and pinch the clay into thick walls that grow upward and outward in wavy, 
undulating directions. I search for a balance between order and chaos, and pattern and 
asymmetry. The marks of my hands, fingers, and arms form a type of landscape of surface 
with each mark representing contact with the material. The marks are similar and repetitive, 
but each is slightly different. Each mark shows how the clay was moved or displaced in its 
own unique way and the material acts as a recording device, documenting each gesture and 
moment in time.  
Once the basic form is complete and enclosed, the subtractive and analytical process 
begins. Using a variety of tools including a wire, hacksaw, and surform, I slowly remove 
layers of material, creating flat planes on areas of the exterior, turning the lumpy form into a 
somewhat geometric one. This process must be done carefully one layer at a time to ensure 
that excessive thinning of the wall does not occur. At first, the outer layer of lumps and 
marks are removed, revealing the solid middle of the clay wall. Then, as more material is cut 
away, holes and openings begin to appear as the marks inside the wall are exposed. This 
process is continued until the balance between the planar and raw areas seems to harmonize. 
The edges created at the interface between the planes and the initial hand-marked clay 
surface that remains becomes an important visual distinction in the work. Spontaneous and 
unplanned, the edges form a new element in the landscape of the surface. Additionally, the 
holes opened up to the interior take their shape from the energetic gestures of the building 
phase and are rediscovered through this excavation. These openings allow light to stream 
back into the enclosed space and allow small glimpses of the interior surface, which still 
retains all of the initial marks. 
I arrived at my current process for building these sculptures through trial and error. I 
was searching for a way to create an object that would retain evidence of the hand but would 
reference natural forms such as rocks, caves, and crevices. I also wanted the process to allow  
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Untitled (Tall Dark Rock) in process 
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Inhale/Exhale and The Logic Within in progress 
 
  
Binary in progress 
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for spontaneous shapes, edges, and lines to emerge that would illustrate the collision 
between man and nature. Specifically, places such as where leveled farmland meets natural 
topography or where tunnels are cut into rock. A visual language began to emerge through 
experimentation with the process. I then used this language to develop forms with several 
different variations of the process. Through the formal language of abstraction and 
association, the resulting sculptures appear as aestheticized natural objects. 
The connection of ceramic form, surface, and process to landscape is not my own 
invention. The parallels have long been recognized within the Japanese ceramic tradition. 
Alan Weiss writes, “The transformative alchemy of ceramics parallels and symbolizes the 
geological work of creating rocks and mountains.”46 In fact, the metaphors of landscape 
inherent in ceramics are so closely related in Japanese aesthetics, that the unexpected 
irregularities of glaze and scorch patterns on the surfaces of pots are simply known as keshiki 
(landscape).47 American ceramic sculptor, John Mason, who, early in his career, was inspired 
by certain Zen sensibilities, also recognized the close connection of his massive, hand-
wrought clay sculptures to the Nevada landscape of his childhood.48 
My sculptures attempt to blur the line between the natural and man-made. Although my 
work leans nearly all the way into the man-made realm, I want that connection to nature to 
remain. As Glenn Parsons wrote about Andy Goldsworthy’s Red Pool, Scaur River, Dumfrieshire 
(1994-5), I want the work to have a “strange and subtle mingling of artifice and nature (that) 
invites meditation on the relationship between the human and natural worlds.”49 Whether 
the objects are interpreted as created rocks, miniature mountains and caves, or simply as 
plastic material transformed through tremendous heat is not as important to me as creating 
evocative objects that inspire contemplation of our ultimate place in the world and our 
relationship to the environment we live in.  
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Weiss, Zen Landscapes, 98. 
47 Ibid., 98. 
48 Frank Lloyd, “Vanguard Ceramics: John Mason, Ken Price, and Peter Voulkos,” in Clay’s Tectonic 
Shift, 1956-1968, ed. Mary Davis McNaughton, (Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum, 2012), 30.  
49 Parsons, Aesthetics and Nature, 133. 
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Binary, 2016, ceramic, 49x31x21 inches 
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